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Charlie Harlow is Joseph Conrad's fictional master mariner whose 
loosely-spun y a m s  generally amuse, bore, or irritate his audiences.
In "Youth," "Heart of Darkness," and Lord Jim, the audiences consist 
of groups of professional acquaintances who hear and judge Marlow's 
impressions of events. A single auditor hears Marlow's narration in 
Chance.
The first three stories are received by the audiences with 
general indifference. However, one perceptive individual within each 
audience synesthetically translates what he hears into an approxi­
mation of Marlow's own vision. He thus becomes Marlow's kindred 
temperament. This relationship between the artist and his audience, 
Conrad writes, "endows passing events with their true meaning."
Marlow relates the events of Chance to a single, perceptive 
individual. However, this individual, unlike his counterparts, pierces, 
rather than approximates, Marlow's vision. Conrad appears to suggest 
that, in order for Marlow's vision to be successfully realized, it must 
be seen, like the impressionistic painting, from the proper perspective.
Susan W. Lyons 
DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 
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MARLOW'S AUDITORS
Charlie Marlow, Conrad’s narrator in "Youth," "Heart of Dark­
ness," Lord Jim, and Chance,^ - is an artist who derives his subject
2
matter and mode of communication from his professioii as master mariner. 
His sea yarns, which treat the nature of man and society, emerge from 
his subjective impressions of people and events, and take form upon 
his articulation of them. Essential then to Marlow’s artistic life is 
his audience, composed of men similar to himself in professional stand­
ing and background, who receive his impressionistic accounts with 
varying degrees of comprehension. The members of Marlow's audience are 
also auditors, who evaluate as well as hear Marlow’s accounts. As 
Marlow shapes the portraits of his youthful self, Kurtz, Jim, and 
Roderick Anthony, the audience participates in Marlow’s attempt to 
give form to his subject. Indeed, the members of the audience are 
necessary in order to charge Marlow’s art with vitality, or, to use
Conrad’s metaphor, they are the receiving instruments which make evident
3
the electric waves of radio communication, for without the audience, 
communication does not take place. Since, through its reactions, the 
audience also functions as critic and censor, its resulting relationship 
with Marlow is as often antagonistic as not. Indeed, at times, Marlow 
appears to struggle against a ponderous resistance in his general 
audience which reduces its members7 receptivity to Marlow’s narrative.
Conrad writes, in "Henry James: An Appreciation," that the 
resistance of the general audience’s reaction to the artist's work is
2
3the rule rather than the exception. At the same time, however, the 
artist remains compelled to speak:
The artistic faculty . . . may find its voice in some 
individual . . . gifted with a power of expression and 
courageous enough to interpret the ultimate experience 
of mankind in terms of his temperament, in terms of art.
I do not mean to say that he would attempt to beguile 
the last moments of humanity by an ingenious tale. It 
would be too much to expect— from humanity. I doubt the 
heroism of the hearers. As to the heroism of the artist, 
no doubt is necessary. There would be on his part no 
heroism. The artist in his calling of interpreter 
creates . . . because he must. He is so much of a voice
that, for him, silence is like death.4
This is certainly true in Marlow’s case; his is "the speech that 
cannot be silenced" (HD, 37). And yet, great frustration is evident 
in Marlow’s frequent irritability with his audience. Conrad’s reference 
to the artist’s narrative voice either "in austere exhortation or in a
phrase of sardonic comment"^ is also applicable to Marlow, for Marlow
expends a great amount of energy in rhetorical appeals to his general 
audience.
What ultimately rewards the effort of Marlow’s struggle is the 
presence within the general audience of a perceptive individual who 
approximates Marlow's own vision. In "Youth," "Heart of Darkness," and 
Lord Jim, the perceptive individual distinguishes himself from the rest 
of the audience by the acuity and sensitivity of his reactions. In 
Chance, Marlow speaks only to a single, perceptive auditor. Throughout 
the narratives, the relationship of Marlow to his audience can be 
examined in terms of varying degrees of indifference and receptivity 
to Marlow’s attempts to convey his vision.
4At the same time, the role of the perceptive individual evolves in 
complexity from that of frame to Marlow’s picture in "Youth" to a 
position of dominance in Chance that threatens Marlow’s own stature 
as artist.
In the first three narratives in which Marlow speaks, his 
relationship with his general audience affects the manner in which his 
vision is conveyed. In "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness," his audience 
consists of the same men on two separate occasions: a Lawyer, an 
Accountant, a Director, and an unnamed initial narrator who introduces 
Marlow to the reader. Each of the members has begun his career in the 
Merchant Service; all are united in "the strong bond of the sea, and 
also the fellowship of the craft" (Y, 115). The audience of Lord Jim 
consists of casual acquaintances of Marlow, perhaps similar to, if not 
identical with, the auditors of "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness."
The mood of the audience varies according to the circumstances under 
which the narrative is related and the nature of the narrative itself. 
"Youth" is told during a convivial drinking session, and the narrative 
is interrupted only by appeals to pass the bottle. Its subject is the 
material of a sea yarn: the final voyage of an elderly, battered coal 
freighter with an incongruous "touch of romance" (117) about her.
Marlow’s narration of his youthful exploits as he sails on her in his 
capacity as a new second mate celebrates the glory and optimism of his 
bygone youth. Indeed, the refrains of "0 Youth!" and "Pass the bottle," 
which punctuate the narrative, reinforce that which is common to both 
Marlow and his audience: nostalgic reminiscences of a past era and the
5present sociability of the occasion. The audience's response is 
accordingly erapathetic:
And we all nodded at him . . . our faces marked by toil, 
by deceptions, by success, by love; our weary eyes looking 
still, looking always, looking anxiously for something out 
of life, that while it is expected is already gone— has 
passed unseen, in a sigh, in a flash— together with the 
youth, with the strength, with the romance of illusions 
(154).
Marlow tells "Heart of Darkness" in the heart of England, aboard 
a yawl on the Thames river, to his friends the Lawyer, the Accountant, 
the Director, and the initial narrator. The mood of his audience in 
this story, however, more approximates apathy than empathy. The 
initial narrator, speaking for the general audience before Marlow begins 
his narrative, indicates that tolerance rather than enthusiasm is the 
attitude with which the audience prepares to hear another of Marlow's 
"inconclusive experiences" (7). He also notes that Marlow is different 
from his audience, in degree if not in kind:
He was the only man of us who still "followed the sea."
The worst that could be said of him was that he did not 
represent his class. He was a seaman, but he was a wan­
derer too, while most seamen lead, if one may so express 
it, a sedentary life . . . The yarns of seamen have a 
direct simplicity, the whole meaning of which lies within 
the shell of a cracked nut. But Marlow was not typical 
(if his propensity to spin yarns be excepted), and to 
him the meaning of an episode was not inside like a ker­
nel but outside, enveloping the tale which brought it out 
only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one 
of the misty halos that sometimes are made visible by 
the spectral illumination of moonshine (5).
As a result, when Marlow offers the dramatic opening gambit of his
i
tale: "And this also . . . has been one of the dark places of the 
earth," the audience’s reaction is silence; no one even bothers to
grunt (5). General verbal reactions indicate the resistance of the audience 
to Marlow's tone: '"Try to be civil, Marlow,' growled a voice, and I knew 
there was at least one listener awake besides myself" (34); "Marlow 
ceased, and sat apart, indistinct and silent . . . .  Nobody moved for a 
time. 'We have lost the first of the ebb,' said the Director suddenly"
(79).
Conrad's technique in presenting Marlow's narrative in Lord Jim 
is different from that in "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness," and the result 
indicates both an increasing mist of incomprehension between the general 
audience and Marlow, and a blurring of Marlow's own role as narrator.
Marlow is first viewed through the eyes of an initial narrator who himself 
comments on Jim and Marlow. To further cloud the issue, this narrator 
couches his introduction to Marlow's narrative in a historical conditional 
construction which implies the probable, rather than actual, occurrence 
of the event•
And later on, many times, in distant parts of the world,
Marlow showed himself willing to remember Jim, to 
remember him at length, in detail and audibly.
Perhaps it would be after dinner . . . [n]ow and then 
a small red glow would move . . . and with the very first 
word uttered Marlow's body, extended at rest in the seat, 
would become very still . . . .
"Oh yes. I attended the inquiry," he would say . . .
(21).
Marlow's narrative in Lord Jim is addressed to an after-dinner 
audience, whose members are somewhat stupefied by full stomachs and 
the tropical climate. Again, the members of the audience apathetically 
observe Marlow struggle through his tale:
He paused again to wait for an encouraging remark 
perhaps, but nobody spoke; only the host, as if reluctantly
7performing a duty, murmured:
"You are so subtle, Marlow" (58).
Marlow sat up abruptly and flung away his cheroot with 
force. It made a darting red trail like a toy rocket
fired through the drapery of creepers. Nobody stirred.
"Hey, what do you think of it?" he cried with 
sudden animation (70).
Marlow swung his legs out, got up quickly, and staggered 
a little as though he had been set down after a rush through 
space . . . .  The bodies prone in [the chairs] seemed 
startled out of their torpor'.by his movement. One or two 
sat up as if alarmed; here and there a cigar glowed yet;
Mal4ow looked at them all with the eyes of a man returning
from the excessive remoteness of a dream. A throat was 
cleared; a calm voice encouraged negligently, "Well" (194).
At the close of the narrative, the audience drifts off, and whether it 
is spell-bound or indifferent is moot: "Each of them seemed to carry 
away his own impression, to carry it away with him like a secret" (205).
The secret, like silence in "Heart of Darkness," is "like death" for
MarlovPs artistic voice.
What has begun as a cordial, if alcoholically-stimulated, empathy 
in "Youth" between Marlow and his general audience turns to a brief 
resistance in "Heart of Darkness" and a stifling apathy in that story 
and Lord Jim. Marlow’s awareness of his audience’s resistance and apathy
leads to his own irritability with their obtuseness, resulting in
occasional sardonic comments:
1 felt often its [the inner truth’s] mysterious stillness 
watching me at my monkey tricks, just as it watches you 
fellows performing on your respective tight-ropes for—  
what is it? half a crown a tumble— ? . . .
"I beg your pardon. I forgot the heartache which makes up 
the rest of the price. And indeed what does the price 
matter, if the trick be well done? You do your tricks 
very well (HD, 34-5). j
I am concealing nothing from you, because were I to do so 
my actions would appear more unintelligible that any m an’s 
action has a right to be, and-— in the second place’— tomorrow 
you will forget my sincerity along with the other lessons of
8the past (LJ, 93).
Frankly, it is not my words that I mistrust, but your 
minds. I could be eloquent were I not afraid you fellows 
had starved your imaginations to feed your bodies. I do 
not mean to be offensive; it is respectable to have no 
illusions— and safe— and profitable— and dull (LJ, 138).
At the same time, however, Marlow believes that the reaction of 
the audience to his narrative creates the vital element of his art:
"Of course in this you fellows see more than I could then" (HD, 28); 
"Were my commonplace fears unjust? I wo n ’t say— not even now. You 
may be able to tell better, since the proverb has it that the onlookers 
see most of the game" (LJ, 137). And so, in an attempt to involve the 
audience more intimately in his narrative and heighten its response, 
Marlow resorts to several rhetorical devices. In "Youth," Marlow 
addresses rhetorical questions to his audience to make sure it follows 
his narrative: "You understand this?" (139); "Would you believe it?" 
(142); "Do you know what the rest were busy about?" (144) ; and even 
"[D]o you know what I thought?" (146). In "Heart of Darkness" and Lord 
Jim, he encourages the audience to participate vicariously in the action: 
"You looked on amazed, and began to suspect yourself of being deaf— and 
then night came suddenly, and struck you blind as well" (HD, 40); "He 
steered with no end of a swagger when you were by; but if he lost sight 
of you, he became instantly the prey of an abject funk . . .” (HD, 45); 
"You would have to paddle, pole, or track a long, weary way through the 
jungle before you passed beyond the reach of its voice . . . .  It shared 
something of the nature of that silence through which it accompanied 
you into unexplored depths . . . "  (LJ, 166).
All this, however, apparently has little effect upon the audience’s
9apathy. Indeed, it is even questionable whether Marlow’s audience is 
capable of acting as intelligent auditors, for the initial narrator’s 
response to Marlow's remark that his audience sees more than Marlow could 
is that it is so dark that the listeners can scarcely distinguish each 
other, let alone Marlow (HD, 28). In all fairness to the audience, 
though, Marlow does expect a great deal: not only must the auditors hear 
his narrative, but they also must translate their auditory impressions to 
a visual medium if they are to "see" as Marlow wishes.6 in addition, 
they must view the narrative through Marlow’s own cloudy perception, as 
vaporous as the "blind whiteness of the fog" along the banks of the 
Congo (HD, 43). If the majority of his listeners refuses to become more 
than passive observers oh Marlow’s behalf, Marlow’s heavy demands dis­
courage more than a half-hearted show of interest from an audience who 
expects to be entertained rather than exhorted.
While Marlow’s attempt to convey his vision in "Youth" is given a 
cordial reception, he meets with accumulating resistance in "Heart of 
Darkness" and Lord Jim. Marlow’s narrative in "Youth" deals with expe­
riences common to every member of the audience present: the loss of youth 
and strength, and its replacement by wisdom and experience of life’s 
limitations, MarlowTs interpretation of his youthful adventures depends 
upon a romantic escapism into the past. In dealing with Kurtz and Jim, 
however, Marlow shapes characters who transgress the limits of that class 
of society to which they belong. Moreover, despite any failure of Jim 
and Kurtz to realize their visions of glory, they still loom larger than
their counterparts who, like straw men, sway to the breezes of convention.
r
As a result, in glorifying Jim and Kurtz, Marlow belittles society's
"10.
conventionality, and, by implication, the conventionality of his audience, 
whose members are successful representatives of that society. He must, 
therefore, overcome a certain distaste for and resistance in his audience 
in his attempt to reach it. The resistance in the audience takes the 
form of apathy, but Marlow’s distaste permeates his narrative tone.
This distaste, noticeable in some of the sardonic comments directed 
at the audience, also affects Marlow’s generalizations about mankind.
He compares Africa’s black savages to their white counterparts:
[T]he men were— No, they were not inhuman. Well, you know, 
that was the worst of it— this suspicion of their not being 
inhuman. It would come slowly to one. They howled and 
leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces; but what thrilled 
you was just the thought of their humanity— like yours—  
the thought of your remote kinship with this wild and. 
passionate uproar . . . there was in you just the faintest 
trace of a response to the terrible frankness of that 
noise . . . (HD, 36-7).
In a friendlier environment, civilized man is still a creature of an 
unattractive state peopled by Company agents, greasy German sea captains, 
pilgrims, tourists "with a-hundred-pounds-round-the-world tickets in 
their pockets" (LJ, 47), and "men here and there to whom the whole of 
life is like an after-dinner hour with a cigar; easy, pleasant, empty, 
perhaps enlivened by some fable of strife to be forgotten before the end 
is told" (LJ, 22).
Marlow’s distaste of society’s limitations and the generally dis­
paraging tone of his remarks to his audience appear to conflict with his 
persistent effort to reach its members, an effort which recalls the 
Ancient Mariner who forces his tale on the reluctant Wedding Guest.^ 
Marlow’s is the "speech that cannot be silenced." Unlike the! Ancient
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Mariner, however, Marlow is not an outcast from society. If the worst 
that can be said of him is that he does not represent his class, that very 
statement implies a society in which Marlow is integrated. Marlow himself 
is fully aware that he is kindred to his audience: when he speaks of Jim
as "of the right sort; he was one of us" (48), Marlow aligns Jim and him­
self directly with the men he addresses.
Marlow’s identification with the audience in Lord Jim expands as 
Marlow himself is first introduced as a member of the audience in attend­
ance at the Patna inquiry, and later as an audience to various narrators 
like the French lieutenant, Brierly's mate, Stein, and Gentleman Brown.
In "Heart of Darkness" as well, Marlow's primary relationship with Kurtz
is that of the auditor who hears the dying man's articulations of horror.
Indeed, Marlow's overriding desire in his trip into the heart of dark­
ness is to act as Kurtz1 auditor:
I couldn't have been more disgusted if I had travelled all 
this way for the sole purpose of talking with Mr. Kurtz . . .
I . . . became aware that that was exactly what I had been 
looking forward to— a talk with Kurtz. I made the strange 
discovery that I had never imagined him as doing, you know, 
but as discoursing . . . .  The man presented himself as a 
voice. . . .  I was cut to the quick at the idea of having 
lost the inestimable privilege of listening to the gifted 
Kurtz (48-9).
In addition, Marlow, like Kurtz and Jim, is the subject of another 
narrator's art just as he chooses his own youthful self, Kurtz and Jim 
for his subjects. Marlow himself is first introduced to the reader in 
"Youth" and again in "Heart of Darkness" by the initial narrator. His 
roles as subject and audience are even more strongly insisted upon in 
Lord Jim. What is obviously the case in "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness"
12
and arguably so in Lord Jim, is that Marlow himself is the protagonist 
in his narratives. Marlow is narrator, subject of another narrator’s 
art, and audience. His identification with the roles of audience and 
subject is accordingly strong. On an artistic level, he implicates those in 
his audience intimately in his narrative by blurring their roles as 
listeners and merging them with his own role as artist. Nonetheless, 
the audience?s refusal to accept an actively responsive role in Marlow's 
narrative appears to doom Marlow's art.
What saves Marlow's art from an indifferent death in each narrative 
is the presence within each general audience of a perceptive individual 
who makes the effort to "see” in Marlow's "misty halo" the heart of his 
artistic dilemma. In Lord Jim, Marlow remarks:
It's extraordinary how we go through life with eyes half 
shut, with dull ears, with dormant thoughts. Perhaps it's 
just as well; and it may be that it is this very dullness 
that makes life to the incalculable majority so supportable 
and so welcome. Nevertheless, there can be but few of us 
who had never known one of these rare moments of awakening 
when we see, hear, understand ever so much— everything— in 
a flash— before we fall back again into our agreeable somno­
lence (LJ, 87).
Marlow's persistent effort to reach his audience may be seen as the desire 
of the artist to express those insights he gains, and to communicate those 
rare moments of awakening to the perceptive individuals of a generally 
somnolent society. Without the audience, Marlow is not an artist but only 
a perceptive individual, a passive receptacle for the rare moments. Mar­
low's medium, the narrative, depends not only upon the artist and the 
subject, but also upon the audience. That flash of awakening travels
j
through a synapse. The attist transmits; the medium is the narrative; 
the audience receives. If the majority of the audience chooses not to
13
respond, the importance of the perceptive individual within the general 
audience as the vital receiver increases accordingly.
Even in "Youth," the perceptive individual’s reaction may be 
distinguished from that of the general audience. The initial narrator, 
who is the perceptive individual of the story, comments on the mood 
and setting in which Marlow’s narrative is to occur, and again, at the 
narrative’s conclusion, on the mood in which the general audience has 
received the story. While all members nod at Marlow’s remark that 
their best time has been their youth at sea, it is the initial narrator 
who adds the ironic coda that the glory of youth and strength is 
appreciated in retrospect, through the "romance of illusions." His 
explicit statement of what is only implied in Marlow's narrative 
indicates an understanding at least equal to, if not greater than, 
Marlow's own.
The response of the perceptive individual in "Heart of Darkness"
is more complex than in "Youth," although he is the same initial
narrator as in the previous story. As Seymour Gross notes, in "Heart
of Darkness" "[ b] oth Marlow and the first narrator, metaphorically
speaking, start at the same place, take the same trip, and arrive at
8
the same destination." The first evidence that the initial narrator's 
reactions to Marlow's narrative differ from those of his fellow auditors 
can be seen in the manner in which he attends to Marlow:
The others might have been asleep, but I was awake. I 
listened, I listened on the watch for the sentence, for 
the word, that would give me the clue to the faint uneasi­
ness inspired by this narrative . . . (28).
In this statement, the initial narrator makes the sensory translation 
from an audile to a visual medium ("I listened on the watch . . .")
14
that permits him to "see" Marlow’s narrative. In addition, the initial
narrator identifies strongly with Marlow, for the faint uneasiness he
feels about Marlow’s narrative is kin to Marlow’s reactions to his own
interview with the Company agent: "He [the Company agentj inspired
uneasiness. That was it! Uneasiness, Not a definite distrust— just
9
uneasiness*— nothing more" (22). By the end of Marlow’s narrative, 
as Gross remarks, the initial narrator’s sensitivity to Marlow's tale 
is strong enough to have changed the English horizon from the " ’the 
benign immensity of unstained light’" to " ’the heart of an immense dark­
ness.' Now he, like Marlow, will be set aside from all those who do not 
know the t r u t h . T h e  reader can thus infer a sensitive acceptance of 
the bleak implications of Marlow’s tale by the initial narrator. In 
addition, the narrator has approximated Marlow’s own perception of the 
heart of darkness beating within every "civilized" man. And, although 
the initial narrator does not indicate the reactions of the rest of the 
audience, the comment by the Director about the ebb tide and the remark 
to Marlow to be civil hint that the rest of the audience is not willing 
to see Marlow’s vision. The common bond between Marlow and his audience 
in "Youth" has become here a single bond between the initial narrator 
and Marlow.
Jim’s history is told by Marlow in two parts: Jim’s initial failure 
and success are related to an after-dinner audience, and his ultimate 
fate is revealed in a packet of letters sent to a "privileged man" more 
than two years after the occasion of the first narrative. The privileged 
man to whom Marlow related the conclusion of Jim’s story is the only 
member of jthe original after-dinner audience who has "showed an interest 
in Jim that survived the telling of his story" (205), He thus assumes
the role of the perceptive individual played by the initial narrator 
of "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness," He may even be the same individual 
as the two previous initial narrators, but speculation on his identity 
is conjectural, however, for, unlike the perceptive individuals of 
"Youth" and "Heart of Darkness," the perceptive individual of Lord Jim 
does not speak, at least in his own person. Conrad notes, however, 
that the perceptive individual of Lord Jim is at least a man whose 
"glance would travel afar" over his lofty, landlocked building:
The slopes of the roof glistened, the dark, 
broken ridges succeeded each other without 
and like sombre, uncrested waves . . . .-The 
spires of churches . . . uprose like beacons 
on a maze of shoals (205).
Moreover, the opened packet of Marlow’s letters brings back "the sounds, 
the visions, the very savour of the past— a multitude of fading faces, 
a tumult of low voices, dying away upon the shores of distant seas" 
(203). Finally, this perceptive individual does not always agree with 
about the heroism of Jim’s voluntary exile in Patusan, as Marlow 
is aware:
You would not admit he had mastered his fate.
You prophesied for him the disaster of weariness 
and of disgust . . . You said also— I call to mind-- 
that ’giving your life up to them' . . . 'was like 
selling your soul to a brute.’ . . . You maintained 
that we must fight in the ranks or our lives can't 
count (205-6).
He is, in effect, a character who like the perceptive individual 
of "Heart of Darkness" can see Marlow’s vision through the medium of
his narrative, although he does not necessarily accept it fully. His
l"
perception of Jim is as important as that of the French lieutenant or
16
Brierly. Accordingly, the perceptive individual occupies more than a 
peripheral position of frame in Lord Jim. Unlike the perceptive individuals 
in "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness," who primarily introduce Marlow and 
comment at the narrative’s close, the perceptive individual of Lord Jim 
is an active character within the novel, an auditor as well as an.observer.
Of "Youth," "Heart of Darkness," and Lord Jim, then, it may be 
said that while all the members of the audience hear Marlow's narrative, 
it is only the perceptive individuals who see it, who make the synes- 
thetic journey from the-narrative's superficial circumstances into its 
depths. The initial narrator of "Youth" sees the irony of eyes that 
are "looking always, looking anxiously for something out of life, that 
while it is expected is already gone— has passed unseen . . . ." At 
the close of Marlow's second tale, "Heart of Darkness," the perceptive 
individual expresses his dark mood in a visual image:
I raised my head. The offing was barred by a black bank 
of clouds, and the tranquil waterway leading to the utter­
most ends of the earth flowed sombre under an overcast sky—  
seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness (79).
In Lord Jim, the far-sighted perceptive individual-"seesrMarlow's packet 
of letters and recalls the sounds, vision, and savor of the past. Each 
perceptive individual engages his own senses in Marlow’s artistic voice 
to recreate Marlow’s vision.
Conrad proposes that the perceptive individual is he who sees, 
who engages his senses in the artist’s work:
Fiction— if it at all aspires to be art— appeals to 
temperament. And in truth it must be, like painting, like 
music, like all art, the appeal of one temperament to all 
the other innumerable temperaments whose subtle and resist­
less power endows passing events with their true meaning, and
17
creates the moral, the emotional atmosphere of the place 
and time.
My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of
the written word to make you hear, to make you feel— it
is, before all, to make you see. H
Implicit in that statement, moreover, is the artist’s judgement of his
audience. If the art fails, perhaps the fault is not in the artist but
in temperaments who lack the ’’subtle and resistless" power" to perceive
the "true meaning" of the created event. Marlow’s provoking remarks
to his audience, and the bitterness of his sarcasms concerning society
are more than misanthropic mutterings; they articulate the frustration
of an artist who seeks an ideal audience, but who must make do with
common clay. What is equally frustrating to the audience, however, is
the knowledge that it takes a perceptive individual to discern a
12
meaning in the misty halo which surroiinds Marlow1s tales. The struggle 
between Marlow and his general audience is a virtual deadlock; each 
judges the other by disparate standards. The general audience, which 
seeks the diversion of ’’some fable of strife," passively observes Marlow 
labor to express his vision, and Marlow in return condemns those whose 
lack of illusion makes them respectable-’-”safe— and profitable— and 
dull." Only the perceptive individuals, Marlow’s kindred temperaments, 
redeem his artistic efforts.
Chance Marlow does not contend with apathetic resistance from 
a dull audience. Instead, he talks to an old friend whose relationship 
with Marlow recalls more the easy intimacy of "Youth" than the tolerance 
of "Heart of Darkness" or Lord Jim] It is possible that the initial
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narrator of Chance is the same narrator who begins "Youth," "Heart of 
Darkness," and even Lord Jim. Moreover, he is, according to Marlow, 
a'tolerably honest observer" (C, 5). He, like the initial narrator of 
"Heart of Darkness," is somewhat wary of Marlow’s "habit of pursuing 
general ideas in a peculiar manner, between jest and earnest" (23), 
"because with Marlow one could never be sure" (94). This narrator, 
however, unlike his counterparts in the other stories, sees poignancy 
in Marlow’s "half-hearted" retirement from sea and the provisional 
nature of his sojourn on land:
From year to year he dwelt on land as a bird rests on 
the branch of a tree, so tense with the power of brusque 
flight into its true element that it is incomprehensible 
why it should sit still minute after minute. The sea is 
the sailor's true element, and Marlow, lingering on shore, 
was to me an object of incredulous commiseration like a
bird, which, secretly, should have lost its faith in the
high virtue of flying (33-4).
Such commiseration explains in part the far greater intimacy and 
familiarity shown by the initial narrator toward Marlow. The initial 
narrator freely interrupts Marlow's narrative: "'Come, Marlow,' I 
said, 'you exaggerate surely . , (80); " ’You have a ghastly imagin­
ation,' I said with a cheerfully sceptical smile" (102); "I couldn’t 
refuse Marlow the tribute of a prolonged whistle. 'Phew! So you 
suppose that . . .’ Marlow waved his hand impatiently" (104). In­
deed, the initial narrator at times plays an ironic Watson to Marlow’s
mocking Holmes with wreaths of verbal mist and fog replacing the vapors 
of cocaine:
Marlow paused with a whimsical look at me. The last few 
words he had spoken with the cigar in his teeth. He took
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it out now by an ample movement of his arm and blew a thin 
cloud.
"You smile? It would have been more kind to spare 
my blushes" (145).-^
At another point, the initial narrator’s fancy turns to Natty Bumppo:
"You understand?" [Harlow] asked.
"Perfectly," I said. "You are the expert in the psycho­
logical wilderness. This is like one of those Redskin stories 
where the noble savages carry off a girl and the honest back­
woodsman with his incomparable knowledge follows the track 
and reads the signs of her fate in a footprint here, a broken 
twig there, a trinket dropped by the way. I have always liked 
such stories. Go on."
Marlow smiled indulgently at my jesting (311).
Such whimsy, however benevolently intended, travesties the 
dramatic effect of Marlow’s narrative. Indeed, Marlow occasionally 
seems taken aback at the auditor’s own sardonic remarks:
"Doiyou expect me to agree with all this?" I interrupted.
"No, it isn’t necessary,” said Marlow feeling the check 
to his eloquence, but with a great effort at amiability.
"You need not even understand it" (63).
Of course, the perceptive individual does understand Marlow’s narrative. 
He simply refuses to accept its implications, and accordingly resists 
Marlow’s attempts at persuasion.
It is in this active resistance that the perceptive individual 
differs most from any of Marlow’s previously discussed auditors. The 
general audiences of "Youth," "Heart of Darkness," and Lord Jim do not 
attempt to pierce Marlow’s misty halo. The perceptive individuals of 
those stories do, and thereby approximate Marlow’s vision, or, in the 
case of the perceptive individual of "Youth," see in Marlow’s vision its 
ironic implications. Marlow again throws up his smokescreen of ambiguity
20
in Chance. He wears an impenetrable expression (261), tells the major 
part of his narrative either in the shadow of the bookcase or "nearly 
invisible in the depths of the armchair" (359), and relates his conclusion 
at night’s deepest hour (415). However, unlike the more passive audiences 
of "Youth," "Heart of Darkness," and Lord Jim, the initial narrator not 
only sees but pursues Marlow’s stories through the wisps and vapors into 
the depths, questioning Marlow’s "ghastly imagination" and even his 
perception: "I was on the point of interrupting Marlow when he stopped 
of himself, his eyes fixed on vacancy, or— perhaps— (I wouldn’t be too 
hard on him) on a vision" (283).
His severest remark, however, made during an apparently innocuous 
exchange with Marlow, questions Marlow’s integrity in creating the 
vision:
"I [Marlow] chased the mystery of the vanishing Powell 
dreamily, looking about me at the ships, thinking of the 
girl Flora, of life's chances— and, do you know, it was 
very simple."
"What was simple?" I asked innocently.
"The mystery."
"They are generally that," I said (258).
By refusing to accept the mystery, the wisps and vapors of Marlow’s 
narrative, the auditor strips Marlow’s vision of its imaginative shaping 
and leaves it bare of all but plot and technique. Unlike the myopic 
audience.of "Heart of Darkness" whose members can scarcely see each other, 
let alone Marlow, or the torpid members of Marlow’s audience in Lord Jim 
who must be periodically galvanized into wakefulness, the perceptive 
individual of Chance is an alert, "honest observer" who actively parti­
cipates in the shaping of Marlow’s vision. However, Marlow’s vision,
I
like an impressionistic painting, is only appreciated when seen from a
21
certain perspective. The auditor of Chance, unlike his counterparts in 
"Heart of Darkness" and Lord Jim, pierces rather than approximates Marlow’s 
vision. In challenging Marlow’s obfuscations, the auditor challenges 
Marlow’s perception. His keen sight focuses on the machinery by which 
Marlow's vision is presented rather than on the vision itself.
Marlow’s auditors must respond to his narratives by translating 
his artistic voice into an approximation of his artistic vision. In 
addition, they must express their awareness of his efforts to shape the 
vision. Marlow's constant rhetorical appeals to his auditors, as well 
as his observations that the onlookers of a scene see more than the 
participants, suggest that the vitality of his art depends on an active 
response from his audience. Marlow’s actions thus echo Conrad’s 
remark that, to the artist, "silence is like death." In "Youth,"
"Heart of Darkness," Lord Jim, and Chance, in which Marlow and his 
audience are so carefully drawn, Conrad suggests the portraits of the 
artist and auditor and the vital nature of their relationship.
Notes
The following editions are used in citing Conrad’s four Marlow 
stories, and quotations are noted parenthetically within the text by 
page number and, where necessary, abbreviation of the text’s title: 
"Youth," in The Portable Conrad, ed. Morton Dauwen Zabel, revised by 
Frederick R. Karl (New York: Penguin, 1977) = Y;
"Heart of Darkness," the second edition of the Norton Critical Edition, 
ed. Robert Kimbrough (New York: Norton, 1971) = HD;
Lord Jim, the Norton Critical Edition, ed. Thomas Moser (New York: Norton, 
1968) = LJ;
Chance, the Norton Library Edition (New York: Nortoii, 1968) = C.
2
Eric K. Hatch, "Tuan Jim as Artiste Manque," Conradiana, 9 
(1977), 255-68; Elsa Nettels, "'Heart of Darkness’ and the Creative 
Process," Conradiana, 5 (1973), 66-73.
3
In a letter to Richard Curie (14 July 1923), reprinted in The 
Portable Conrad, p. 757.
4
Conrad, "Henry James: An Appreciation (1905)" in Notes on Life 
and Letters (New York: Doubleday, 1923), pp. 13-14.
~*Ibid. , p . 14.
6
Mary Sullivan, in "Conrad’s Paralipses in the Narration of Lord 
" Conradiana, 10 (1978), 123-40, develops the idea that Conrad’s 
"readers are 'beholders’ more than they are hearers" (p. 137) because 
the ellipses and inarticulations of his characters are as important as 
their printed dialogues. John Oliver Perry, in "Action, Vision, or 
Voice: the Moral Dilemma in Conrad’s Tale Telling," Modern Fiction 
Studies, 10 (1964), 3-15, notes that this apparent sensory confusion 
indicates that Marlow’s tales give a "vision of the impossibility of 
seeing well enough to say anything definite and final" (p. 7). See 
also Hatch (p. 171), and Owen Knowles, "'To Make You Hear? . . .’"Some 
Aspects of Conrad’s Dialogue," Polish Review, 20 (1975), pp. 165, 174.
^Francis Wentworth Cutler, "Why Marlow?", Sewanee Review, 26 
(1918), 29-38.
8
Seymour Gross, "The Frame," 1957; rpt. in the Norton Critical 
Edition of "Heart of Darkness," 1971, p. 228,
[Notes to pages 14 through 22]
23
9
The uneasiness shared by the initial narrator and Marlow contrasts 
pointedly with the assurance of the Harlequin's devotion to Kurtz.
The Harlequin, like Marlow, is an audience to Kurtz. He warns Marlow: 
"You don't talk with that man Kurtz— you listen to him" (54). Also, 
Kurtz has made him "see things" as a perceptive auditor must do. Un­
like Marlow and the initial narrator, though, the Harlequin does not 
"meditate" over his devotion to Kurtz but accepts it "with a sort of 
eager fatalism." He sees without perception and hears without auditing, 
and illustrates, in contrast to Marlow and his audience, indiscriminate 




Preface to The Nigger of the 'Narcissus * in Conrad's Prefaces 
to His Works (1937; rpt. Freeport, New York: Books for Libraries 
Press, 1971), pp. 51-2.
12
E.M. Forster, for instance, suggests that some of "our difficulties 
with Mr. Conrad may proceed from difficulties of his own . . .  
sentence after sentence discharges its smoke screen into our abashed 
eyes . . .[suggesting] . . .that the secret cask of his genius contains 
a vapour rather than a jewel . . . ." from "Joseph Conrad: A Note," 
Abinger Harvest (London: Edwarl Arnold & Co., 1936), pp. 8-9.
Conrad and Marlow here share a similar difficulty.
13
"'My blushes, Watson!' Holmes murmured in a deprecating voice," 
from A. Conan Doyle's The Valley of Fear in The Complete Sherlock 
Holmes (New York: Doubleday, 1927), p. 769.
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